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means to be a “woman” or a “man.” These social definitions may include characteristics 
such as appearance and occupation. It is confusing when the terms sex and gender are 
used interchangeably; sometimes individuals will use these terms imprecisely and assume 
that everyone understands the difference between sex and gender.16

West and Zimmerman illustrate the complexity of the concepts of sex and gender by 
distinguishing between sex, sex category, and gender.17 As mentioned above, sex is deter-
mined through the use of socially agreed on biological criteria. An individual is located in 
a sex category by applying socially determined criteria of sex. By applying these criteria, 
society has defined sex as a binary category through sex categorization. Gender is not a 
set of characteristics or a variable or a role. Rather, gender is a product of social “doings.” 
Gender is activity considered appropriate for a person’s sex category. These activities are 
determined through social constructions of sex and sex category. “Doing gender” is a con-
tinuous activity embedded in everyday interactions. By understanding the independence 
of these constructs, people can question whether differences between women and men are 
due to sex or to social constructions of gender.

Chivalry pertains to behaviors and attitudes toward certain individuals that treat them 
as though they are on a pedestal.18 Chivalrous behavior is more complex than just 
preferential treatment. Engaging in a chivalrous relationship usually entails a bartering 
system in which men hold a more powerful status than do women. Social class and race/
ethnicity are also intertwined with such treatment. Women of certain social classes and 
racial/ethnic backgrounds are considered more worthy of chivalrous treatment than 
other women. This is best illustrated by Sojourner Truth’s speech “Ain’t I a Woman?” 
The idea of paternalism denotes that women need to be protected for their own good. In 
a broader social context, paternalism implies independence for men and dependence for 
women. Both chivalry and paternalism suggest that certain individuals or groups need 
protection because they are weak and helpless. This protection can also lead to various 
types of control.

The Latin word pater refers to the social role of a father as opposed to the biological role 
of a father. Patriarchal societies exclude women from the exercise of political responsibili-
ties; patriarchy refers to the subordinate role of women and male dominance.19 Thus, patri-
archy is a social, legal, and political climate based on male dominance and hierarchy. A key 
aspect to this ideology is that women’s nature is biologically, not culturally, determined.20

Feminist Perspectives 
on Gender

As noted previously, it is essential to provide 
readers with a general understanding that 
there is no one feminist perspective. Rather, 
there are various feminist perspectives. This 
section gives readers a summary of these dif-
ferent perspectives of gender. These summaries 
“are crude and oversimplified, but they offer a 
starting point for different ways of conceptu-
alizing gender in social and political theory.”21

Traditional or Conservative 
Perspective
Kathleen Daly and Meda Chesney-Lind high-
lighted key features of the traditional or con-
servative perspective. First, they maintained 

sex: sex differences 
typically refer to biological 
variations such as 
reproductive organs and 
hormones.

gender: gender usually 
refers to social definitions 
of what it means to be a 
woman or a man.

chivalry: pertains to 
behaviors and attitudes 
toward certain individuals 
that treat them as though 
they are on a pedestal.

paternalism: denotes 
that women need to be 
protected for their own 
good. In a broader social 
context, paternalism 
implies independence for 
men and dependence for 
women.

patriarchy: a social, 
legal, and political climate 
based on male dominance 
and hierarchy. A key 
aspect to this ideology 
is that women’s nature is 
biologically, not culturally, 
determined.

1. __________ is determined through the use of socially agreed on
biological criteria.

2. __________ is a product of social “doings.”

3. Engaging in a __________ relationship usually involves a
bartering system in which men hold a more powerful status than
do women.

4. The idea of __________ denotes that women need to be
protected for their own good. __________ is a social, legal, and
political climate founded on male dominance and hierarchy.

Answers located at www.edge.sagepub.com/schram2e
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